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ABSTRACT
Many business-to-consumer online merchants display trust-promoting
seals on their websites to build consumer trust. Previous research confirms that
some trust-promoting seals promote web sales. However, whether different types
of trust-promoting seals are equally effective for different product categories and
whether these seals have the same impact among different consumer segments
has not yet been determined. Using experiments conducted on undergraduate
students, this study empirically examines the influence of trust-promoting seals
on consumers’ online shopping decisions. The results show that trust-promoting
seals are generally effective at increasing consumers’ willingness to buy (WTB)
from online storefronts. In particular, information-assurance seals effectively
promote consumers’ WTB for commodity products, and reliability-assurance
seals effectively promote consumers’ WTB for commodity and look-and-feel
products. Moreover, reliability-assurance seals increase online consumers’
WTB more effectively than information-assurance seals for both product
categories. Two interesting results are found with respect to the effectiveness of
trust-promoting seals: (1) in general, trust-promoting seals are most salient to
inexperienced online consumers; (2) the influence of trust-promoting seals on
consumers’ shopping intentions is independent of their familiarity with the seals.

INTRODUCTION
Despite the recent economic slowdown,
electronic commerce sales have shown strong
growth in the last several years, climbing from
$28 billion in 2000 to 56 billion by 2003 (US

Census 2004).
However, asymmetric
information (Akerlof 1970) on the Internet
creates a crisis of trust for online consumers
(Kollock 1999; Ba, Whinston, and Zhang
2000; Jarvenpaa, Tractinsky, and Vitale 2000).
Trading parties do not share the same
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information about product quality, transaction
security, and individual trustworthiness. This
lack of consumer trust could be a long-term
barrier for reaching electronic commerce’s full
potential (Jarvenpaa, Tractinsky, and Vitale
2000).
According to the Internet Fraud Watch
(IFW), the amount of money consumers are
losing to Internet fraud is increasing. The total
loss reported to the IFW for all categories of
Internet fraud was $3.4 million in 2000, $6.2
million in 2001, and $14.6 million in 2002
(Internet Fraud Watch 2001, Internet Fraud
Watch 2002). In light of these losses, the first
Internet tip offered by the IFW is to “know
who you’re dealing with” (Internet Fraud
Watch 2004). Small companies, especially
new and unknown online merchants, face
significant disadvantages compared to their
well-established competitors and must
effectively promote customer trust to succeed.
Online merchants without established
reputations have tried promoting consumer
trust in various ways. Some merchants list
their stores on shopping portals such as
Yahoo! and Amazon; others offer various
warranties
or
satisfaction
guarantees.
Presently, one important strategy for gaining
trust is to display trust-promoting seals on
websites. A trust-promoting seal is any sign,
logo, tag or seal attached to an online
storefront that seeks to encourage consumer
trust. Some lesser-known online stores use the
seals provided by different third parties to help
assure consumers that they are honest online
merchants. However, the practice of placing
such seals on e-commerce websites is still
relatively new, and their effects are not fully
explored.
Recent research suggests that popular
trust-promoting seals are generally effective at
increasing web sales (e.g. Noteberg,
Christiaanse, and Wallage 1999; Kimery and
McCord 2002; Jarvenpaa, Tractinsky, and
Vitale 2000; Hu, Lin, and Zhang 2003). This
paper seeks to advance previous research by
exploring the following research questions:
Are different types of trust-promoting seals
equally effective in promoting consumers’
trust in a commercial site? Do the effects of
trust-promoting seals vary across product
categories? Do trust-promoting seals have
different impacts on different segments of the
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online consumer population? The answers to
these
questions
will
have
practical
implications for business-to-consumer (B2C)
electronic commerce.
This paper is structured as follows:
Section 2 presents a review of the existing
literature related to trust and trust-promotion.
Section 3 discusses trust-promoting seals and
presents hypotheses. Section 4 describes the
research methodology and survey procedures.
Section 5 discusses the results. This paper
concludes in Section 6 with managerial
implications of the findings and some
suggested future research directions.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Trust is defined as “a willingness to
rely on an exchange partner in whom one has
confidence” (Moorman, Deshpande, and
Zaltman 1993, p. 82). Trust is believed to be a

CONTRIBUTION
This paper makes contributes to
information systems research in two ways.
First, it explores how the two types of trustpromoting seals -- information assurance
and reliability assurance -- impact
consumers’ online purchasing behaviors for
commodity products and look-and-feel
products. Second, it examines the effects of
the two types of trust-promoting seals on
different consumer segments.
The data collected for the current
study indicates that information-assurance
seals effectively promote consumers’
willingness to buy (WTB) for commodity
products, whereas reliability assurance seals
effectively promote consumers’ WTB for
both
commodity
and
look-and-feel
products. In addition, trust-promoting seals
are most salient to new online consumers.
Nevertheless, the influence of trustpromoting seals on consumers’ shopping
intentions is independent of their familiarity
with the seals.
The results of this study are
important to researchers and practitioners
interested in the role of trust in promoting
consumers’ WTB from online storefronts in
general and those interested in knowing the
effects of various trust-promoting seals in
particular.
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critical factor in stimulating online purchases
(e.g. Gefen 2002; Jarvenpaa, Tractinsky, and
Vitale 2000; Kollock 1999; Quelch and Klein
1996; Stewart 2003).

TRUST-PROMOTING SEALS AND
HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Prior research has examined the role of
trust in influencing online consumers’ attitudes
and purchase intentions.
Jarvenpaa,
Tractinsky, and Vitale (2000) focus on the
antecedents and consequences of consumer
trust in an Internet store. They find that
consumers can perceive differences in size and
reputation among online storefronts. Those
differences affect their assessments of a store’s
trustworthiness, their perceptions of risk, and
their willingness to purchase from the store.
Stewart (2003), in exploring how trust is
transferred across hypertext links and from
physical to virtual stores, suggests that
consumers’ WTB from an online store is a
result of both trust in that store and perceived
Internet-related risk. Gefen (2002) proposes
that a consumer’s intention to inquire about
and purchase from an online retailer is affected
by both the consumer’s familiarity with and
his trust in the retailer. Kovar, Burke, and
Kovar (2000) empirically test the effect of a
trust-promoting seal called WebTrust. They
find that subjects who pay more attention to
the seal and its disclosures at the retailer’s
website and those who have been exposed to
WebTrust advertising have higher online
transaction expectations and stronger WTB
than their counterparts. Hu, Lin, and Zhang
(2003) empirically test how some popular
trust-promoting seals, including Trust.e,
VeriSign Secure Site, BizRate, BBBOnLine
Reliability Program, and AOL Certified
Merchant Guarantee, influence consumers’
online purchase intentions. They find that all
except BizRate are generally effective in
promoting web sales.

Several seal providers have emerged to
offer various click-to-verify seals that can be
displayed on B2C retailers’ websites.
Consumers can get detailed explanations of the
provided services by clicking on the seals.
The seals and disclosures are designed to
assure consumers that website transactions
will reflect the high standards, principles and
criteria of the various seals.

The existing literature suggests that
trust plays an important role in promoting
online sales and that trust-promoting seals
have the potential to build consumers’ trust
and influence their attitude and purchase
decisions. However, more studies in this area
are needed to explore the effectiveness of
different types of trust-promoting seals and
how they may influence the purchase decisions
of different consumer segments for different
products.

Trust-Promoting Seals

This paper examines the following
seals that are currently existent in B2C emarkets: Trust.e (www.truste.com), VeriSign
(www.VeriSign.com),
BBBOnLine
(www.bbb.org), and AOL Certified Merchant
Guarantee (www.AOL.com).
These seals
were selected by following three steps. First, a
survey was conducted to reveal potential
online shoppers’ trust concerns. Four major
categories of concerns were found:
information privacy, information security,
storefront reliability and the existence of a
money-back guarantee. Second, a search was
conducted on the Internet to find seals that
carry the above functions. Finally, four seals
were selected because each addressed one of
the four major concerns. Trust.e addresses
information privacy, VerSign addresses
information security, BBBOnLine addresses
reliability issues, and AOL Certified Merchant
Guarantee provides a money-back guarantee.
This selection of seals is consistent with
previous research (Hu, Lin and Zhang 2003)
that indicates they effectively increase Web
sales.
Each of the trust-promoting seals
specializes in a different function. Trust.e
seeks to build “confidence between businesses
and consumers by identifying businesses with
reliable online privacy practices.” It requires
that Web sites displaying the Trust.e Privacy
Seal “adhere to Trust.e’s strict privacy
principles, and comply with the Trust.e
Watchdog dispute resolution process” (Trust.e
2004).
VeriSign seeks to assure online
consumers that “[the] Web site has been
authenticated
by VeriSign
and
that
confidential transactions with [the] Web site
are secured by SSL encryption” (VeriSign
2004). The BBBOnLine Reliability seal helps
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Web users find reliable, trustworthy online
businesses. The BBBOnLine seal implies that
a store “makes a commitment to high levels of
ethical business practices and customer
satisfaction” and “commits to work with its
customers and the Better Business Bureau to
resolve
disputes
that
might
arise”
(BBBOnLine 2004).
The seal of AOL
Certified Merchant Guarantee offers customers
a money-back guarantee. To display this seal,
an online store must “post complete details of
their customer service policies, including:
contact information, shipping information,
returns policies, and money-back satisfaction
guarantee information.” The seal also
guarantees “All AOL Certified Merchants that
offer return policies are backed up by AOL’s
money-back guarantee…Should any AOL
Certified Merchant not comply with its return
policy as stated in the merchant’s customer
service area, AOL will provide [the customer]
a refund for the full purchase price.” (AOL
Certified Merchant 2001).
Hypotheses Development
Information-Assurance vs. ReliabilityAssurance Seals
The nature of e-markets generates two
major concerns for consumers: (1) a concern
about the security of personal information, and
(2) a concern about the reliability of
businesses on the web. Various surveys have
revealed that these are the two main reasons
that consumers avoid purchasing online (e.g.
Hoffman, Novak and Peralta 1999; Kimery
and McCord 2002). The security of personal
information is always a concern because sites
can be counterfeited, the nature of transactions
can be altered, and consumers’ personal
information can be stolen (Bhimani 1996; Ford
and Baum 1997; Griffin, Ladd, and Whitehead
1997). Moreover, potential consumers need to
believe that the vendor has the ability and
motivation to deliver the expected amount of
product at the expected quality. Internet
merchants, especially those without physical
stores, have difficulty developing that trust.
Consumers need online merchants with quality
products, a strong ability to fill Internet orders,
and the capacity to effectively solve any
disputes (Keen 1997).
Though services provided by the
various trust-promoting seals are diverse, they
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primarily address the two major consumer
concerns. Therefore, this research categorizes
the four seals into two types:
1) Information-related trust-promoting seals
(“information-assurance seals” hereafter).
These assure consumers that their
personal information will be protected by
the online store. Trust.e and Verisign
maintain customer privacy and secure
sensitive financial information (e.g. credit
card information) during and after
transaction processes;
2) Reliability-related trust-promoting seals
(“reliability-assurance seals” hereafter)
like BBBOnLine and AOL Certified
Merchant Guarantee assure consumers
that an online store promotes internal
process integrity and will work to resolve
any transaction dispute.
Information-assurance and reliabilityassurance seals are expected to decrease
consumers’ perceived risks of shopping online
and increase the perceived trustworthiness of
the electronic vendors who display the seals.
Therefore, it is anticipated that both types of
seals should increase consumers’ online
purchase intentions.
H1a: Displaying information-assurance
seals or reliability-assurance seals will
significantly increase consumers’ WTB
from electronic vendors.
The Privacy Act requires that all
legitimate businesses follow standard privacy
practices. Encryption technology is widely
available at reasonable prices. The information
privacy and security concerns of online
consumers are somewhat eased by these
business practices. Meanwhile, reliabilityassurance seals, which promote process
integrity and the reliability of online stores,
add additional value for consumers. It is
expected that reliability-assurance seals
promote consumers’ WTB better than the
standard information-assurance seals.
H1b: Displaying reliability-assurance
seals (BBBOnLine or AOL Certified
Merchant Guarantee) on an online
storefront increases consumers’ WTB
more effectively than displaying
information-assurance seals (VeriSign or
Trust.e).
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Effect of Trust-Promoting Seals for Different
Product Categories
Based on Hu, Lin, and Zhang (2003),
this research classifies products into two
categories: commodity products and look-andfeel products. This classification is consistent
with Lal and Sarvary (1999), who group
products according to digital attributes (which
can be easily communicated on the web) and
non-digital attributes (which can only be
evaluated in person).
This classification
scheme is also consistent with De Figueiredo
(2000), who develops an e-commerce productclassification continuum ranging from
commodity products (e.g., oil, paper clips), to
quasi-commodity products (e.g., books, CDs)
to look-and-feel products (e.g., shoes, dress,
homes), and finally, to look-and-feel products
with variable quality (e.g., art).
The quality of commodity products
remains consistent across stores. For example,
the quality of a book remains consistent from
one bookstore to another. In this case, what a
consumer cares most about is the
trustworthiness of the online store and its
motivation to solve possible transaction
disputes (De Figueiredo 2000; Hu, Lin and
Zhang 2003). A reliability-assurance seal,
which generally addresses store reliability,
could significantly increase consumers’ WTB
from merchant. Stores displaying informationassurance seals also signal to consumers that
they obey the rules of fair information
processing. The signal can serve as a safety
assurance to consumers, though it might not be
as effective as a reliability-assurance seal.
Look-and-feel products are hard to
evaluate online because the product quality
generally varies across stores. Therefore,
quality concern is higher than it is with
commodity products. As a consequence,
consumers will seek better protection and
greater assurance of store reliability before
making look-and-feel product purchase
decisions. When a reliability-assurance seals is
displayed, it assures online consumers that the
merchant agrees to resolve disputes, follow
certain complaint-handling procedures, and
guarantee customer satisfaction. Consumers
might be more willing to shop for look-andfeel products at stores that display reliabilityassurance seals. Because informationassurance
seals
promote
information

protection, they might also increase
consumers’ WTB look-and-feel product from
an online vendor. However, the limited
functions of information-assurance seals might
negate their ability to outweigh the negative
effects of quality uncertainty for look-and-feel
products. The following hypotheses are based
on the preceding argument:
H2: An information-assurance seal
significantly increases consumers’ WTB
for online commodity products, but not
for look-and-feel products.
H3: A reliability-assurance seal
significantly increases consumers’ WTB
for both online commodity and look-andfeel products.
Seal Familiarity and Previous Online
Shopping Experience
Consumers’ familiarity with seals and
their previous online shopping experiences
could moderate the effect of the different seals
on WTB. Noteberg, Christaanse, and Wallage
(1999) find that consumers’ attitudes towards
an online store and their intentions to purchase
from the store can be affected by their
observations of trust-promoting seals.
A
subject with knowledge about a seal is more
likely to notice it on an online storefront.
Kovar, Burke, and Kovar (2000) find similar
results with the WebTrust seal. Therefore, the
following hypothesis is proposed:
H4: A trust-promoting seal is more
effective at promoting WTB for online
shoppers who have knowledge of such
seals in contrast with their counterparts
who do not.
Consumer’s
previous
shopping
experience affects their later shopping
behavior (Kotler 1991). This study classifies
consumers into experienced and inexperienced
groups based on whether or not they have
shopped online within the past 6 months and
then explores the effect of trust-promoting
seals on each group. It is expected that seals
have a greater impact on inexperienced
shoppers’ WTB because they are more likely
to refer to external sources of information
when
making
purchase
decisions.
Experienced consumers are more likely to
make purchase decisions based on their own
experience. Thus, trust-promoting seals might
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be most useful to inexperienced online
shoppers. Therefore, this study proposes:
H5: A trust-promoting seal affects the
WTB of inexperienced online shoppers
more than it does the WTB of experienced
online shoppers.

METHODOLOGY
Subjects
The subjects in this research were
undergraduate students enrolled in two
information systems courses at two American
universities. Students voluntarily completed
the questionnaires at the request of their
instructors. After excluding surveys with
missing data, the final analysis consists of 120
data points. About 42% of the respondents

were women and 58% were men. A newlyreleased report by Forrester Research
(Forrester Research Report 2000) states that
online shopping comes naturally to young
consumers. More than one-third of 16 to 22year-olds made online purchases in 2000.
They spent $4.5 billion (US$) – more than 10
percent of their disposable income. Thus,
college students are a good subject pool for
conducting this kind of research. Reports from
the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) (OECD 1998) and
Kotkin (1998) also confirm that online
consumers are generally younger and better
educated than conventional consumers.
The subjects’ Internet skill and online
shopping experience are summarized in Table
1.

Table 1: Internet Skill and Shopping Experience Description
Variable
Internet surfing experience

Self-evaluated Internet
Skill

Internet Surfing Hours Per
week

Internet shopper
Average Amount spent
online in the last 6 months

Average Times shopping
online per month
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Category
Less than 1 year
1~2 years
2~3 years
3~4 years
4~5 years
More than 5 years
Very good
Good
Poor
Very poor
Less than 1 hour
1~5 hours
5~10 hours
10~15 hours
15~20 hours
More than 20 hours
Yes
No
Less than $100
$100~$250
$250~$500
More than $500
Less than 1 time
1~5 times
5~10 times
More than 10 times

Percentage
0.84%
3.33%
8.33%
18.33%
24.17%
45.00%
38.34%
57.50%
3.33%
0.83%
5.00%
33.34%
33.33%
15.00%
10.00%
3.33%
69.00%
31.00%
40.28%
23.60%
18.06%
18.06%
69.34%
29.33%
1.33%
0.00%
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Products
This study chose a book for the online
commodity product because multiple copies of
the same book usually have unnoticeable
quality variations. This study chose a suit as
the online look-and-feel product, since the
quality of a suit can only be determined by
examining it in person.
Procedures
Two rounds of questionnaires were
distributed.
The first questionnaire
investigated the subjects’ WTB from unknown
online storefronts without mentioning trustpromoting seals. Subjects were requested to
complete the first questionnaire, which
determined their Internet shopping experience,
their willingness to purchase from completely
unknown online stores, their familiarity with
trust-promoting seals, and their demographic
information. This research refers to this
questionnaire as the benchmark case.
The same subjects were then given the
second questionnaire, which acknowledged the
presence of a seal (Trust.e, VeriSign,
BBBOnLine, and AOL Certified Merchant
Guarantee, respectively) on the unknown
store’s website. The subjects were asked
about their WTB from the same unknown
store as the first questionnaire, this time with
various seals posted on it.

RESULTS
Subjects’ Familiarity with Trust-Promoting
Seals
To judge the popularity of trustpromoting seals, the subjects were asked
whether they had previously seen each of the
seals. Then they were asked if they knew each
seal’s basic features. VeriSign is the best
known seal, with 41.7% of the subjects
reporting familiarity with it. This result is
reasonable since one of the most scrutinized
segments of an online transaction is the secure

transmission of personal credit card
information.
AOL Certified Merchant
Guarantee ranked second, with 36.7% of the
subjects recognizing it. 29.2% of the subjects
claimed they knew the Trust.e seal, and 10.8%
of the subjects knew the BBBOnLine
Reliability seal.
Benchmark Case
In the benchmark case, subjects were
assumed to buy a book and a suit. The two
products had been found in a local store for a
certain price. Then the subjects were asked
how likely it would be for them to buy these
products from a completely unknown online
store (without mentioning the presence of a
seal) for a 10% cheaper price than at a local
store. This study marked the price cheaper
because consumers usually find cheaper prices
online. According to industry reports, 15% is
the average retail discount available online
(ABCs of Small Business 2000). In addition,
free shipping and sales tax advantages further
lower online prices.
Table 2 presents the purchase
percentage for the benchmark case. The
results indicate that 67.5% of the respondents
would hesitate to purchase a book from a
completely unknown online store even at a
cheaper price. Only 15% of the respondents
would purchase the suit online. The much
lower purchasing intention for a suit than for a
book is statistically significant.
Effect of Different Types of TrustPromoting Seals on Consumers’ WTB
Across Product Categories
On the second questionnaire, the same
subjects were asked how likely it would be for
them to purchase the discounted products from
a completely unknown online store with a
posted trust-promoting seal (Trust.e, VeriSign,
BBBOnLine, and AOL Certified Merchant
Guarantee, respectively). Data with regard to
their purchasing intention was collected.

Table 2: Benchmark Case: WTB for Online Products
Product Type
Book
Suit

Purchasing Percentage
32.50%
15.00%

Standard Deviation
47.03%
35.86%
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A paired-observation comparison is
used to test the effects of seals on WTB for
different product categories. Table 3 provides
the comparison between the WTB in the “with
seal” case and the benchmark case. The
results suggest that information-assurance
seals (Trust.e and VeriSign) only improve
WTB for commodity products (p<0.1 for
Trust.e; p<0.05 for VeriSign). Reliabilityassurance seals (BBBOnLine and AOL
Certified Merchant Guarantee) improve WTB
for both commodity products and look-andfeel products.
Thus, Hypothesis 1a,
Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 are strongly
supported.
A planned comparison (Hays 1994)
tests whether reliability-assurance seals
increase consumer’s WTB more effectively
than information-assurance seals (Table 4). A
planned comparison is used because, rather
than examine the overall effect, this research
tests whether the seals have different effects
on consumers’ WTB. The results show a
significant difference between the two types of
seals.
BBBOnLine Reliability and AOL
Certified Merchant Guarantee (reliabilityassurance seals) are much more effective in
increasing WTB than VeriSign and Trust.e

(information-assurance seals) for both
commodity and look-and-feel products.
Hypothesis 1b is supported.
Analysis of Seal Familiarity and Online
Shopping Experience
If a subject is aware of at least one of
the four seals in the survey, the subject is
defined as “with knowledge of trust-promoting
seals.” Hypothesis 4 tests whether consumers’
familiarity with the seals would moderate the
effects of such seals on the purchasing
intentions of the shoppers. Table 5 presents
the percentage increases in WTB for subjects
with and without knowledge of the seals after
they are exposed to seals. In general, subjects
are more willing to purchase when a seal is
present regardless whether they know the seal
or not. This result is consistent with Noteberg,
Christaanse, and Wallage (1999) and with
Kovar, Burke, and Kovar (2000). However,
under all seals, the differences between the
two consumer groups are not statistically
significant at p<0.1. Hypothesis 4 is not
supported. This result could be encouraging
for online merchants: displaying seals
encourages potential purchases, whether or not
consumers are familiar with the seals.

Table 3: Comparison Between WTB Under “With Seal” Case and Benchmark Case
Seals

Products

Trust.e
VeriSign
BBBOnLine
AOL

With seal
Case
40.00%
14.20%
44.20%
18.30%
49.20%
24.20%
55.80%
30.80%

Book
Suit
Book
Suit
Book
Suit
Book
Suit

Benchmark
Case
32.50%
15.00%
32.50%
15.00%
32.50%
15.00%
32.50%
15.00%

t-value
1.82*
-0.24
2.38**
0.85
3.29***
2.15**
4.68***
3.71***

***: p<.01; **: p<.05; *: p<.1
Table 4: Planned Comparison for Different Types of Trust-Promoting Seals
Comparison
Between Seals
Trust.e and VeriSign
vs.
BBBOnLine and AOL

Product

Est. (ψ)

Std (ψ)

t-Value

Book

1.10

0.05

-2.18**

Suit

-0.11

0.04

-2.82***

***: p<.01; **: p<.05
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Table 5: A Comparison between Subjects’ Familiarity with Trust-Promoting Seals
Seals
Trust.e
VeriSign
BBBOnLine
AOL

Product
Book
Suit
Book
Suit
Book
Suit
Book
Suit

Without knowledge of trustseals
(Purchase increase %)
4.55%
0.00%
9.09%
2.27%
18.18%
9.09%
18.18%
15.91%

Subjects are also grouped according to
their previous online shopping experience.
The survey subjects were asked whether they
had made any online purchases within the past
6 months. If the answer was yes, they were
considered experienced online shoppers.
Survey results showed that 69% of the
respondents had recently made online
purchases.
Hypothesis 5 tests whether
consumers’
previous
online
shopping
experience would moderate the effect of trustpromoting seals on their WTB.
This research hypothesizes that trustpromoting seals are more effective at
promoting WTB for inexperienced online
shoppers than their experienced counterparts.
Table 6 presents the increases in WTB for both
groups. T-test results showed that for the
look-and-feel product, Trust.e, VeriSign and
AOL Certified Merchant Guarantee are more
effective at increasing WTB for subjects who
were inexperienced online shoppers than they

With knowledge of trustseals
(Purchase increase %)
9.21%
-1.32%
13.18%
3.95%
15.79%
9.21%
26.32%
15.79%

tvalue
0.56
-0.18
0.40
0.21
-0.22
0.01
0.79
-0.01

are for their experienced counterparts. The
effect of BBBOnLine on the look-and-feel
product is in the same direction as the other
seals and is close to significant at 10% level.
For the commodity product, the same pattern
is revealed, but the difference is not
statistically significant. Thus, Hypothesis 5 is
generally supported for the look-and-feel
product.

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION
Building consumers’ trust in online
storefronts would bring tremendous benefits to
online merchants and new prosperity to the
entire e-market. Online retailers, especially
those with less-established reputations, have
been displaying various trust-promoting seals
on their storefronts to increase consumers’
WTB. However, the use of seals is still at the
trial-and-error stage.

Table 6: A Comparison Between Subjects With and Without Shopping Experience
Seals
Trust.e
VeriSign
BBBOnLine
AOL

Product
Book
Suit
Book
Suit
Book
Suit
Book
Suit

Without Online
With Online
Shopping Experience
Shopping Experience
(Purchase increase %)
(Purchase increase %)
8.11%
7.23%
10.81%
-6.02%
18.92%
8.43%
13.51%
-1.21%
24.32%
13.25%
18.92%
4.82%
24.32%
22.89%
27.03%
10.84%
**: P < .05; *: P < .1

t-value
-0.10
-2.22**
-1.07
-1.77*
-1.07
-1.54
-0.14
-1.80*
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The results of this study provide
important insights for online retailers who
employ or intend to employ trust-promoting
seals because it helps them to determine which
seals they should display to attract customers
and boost sales. The results suggest that seals
generally increase purchases, though some are
more effective than others.
Informationassurance seals are only effective in increasing
purchases of commodity products, whereas
reliability-assurance seals effectively increase
purchases of both commodity and look-andfeel products.
Meanwhile, reliabilityassurance seals are more effective at
increasing online consumers’ WTB than
information-assurance seals for both product
categories. The results are encouraging to
online merchants who display or intend to
display seals on their storefronts.
This study also has interesting results
regarding two moderating factors: consumers’
familiarity with seals and their shopping
experience. First, displaying seals encourages
purchases from all consumers, regardless of
familiarity. Second, seals saliently increase
the WTB of inexperienced online shoppers.
With no recent shopping experience to refer to,
they are more inclined to look a reliability
indicator on an unknown storefront. The
presence of a seal is very effective at
convincing them to make a purchase.
Displaying seals on an unknown storefront is a
good strategy for boosting sales because emarkets are full of inexperienced shoppers.
As one of the first studies to address the
effects of trust-promoting seals on consumers’
WTB, this research has its limitations. First,

because the test subjects were not required to
make a real purchase, they may have made
their purchase decisions less carefully than if
they had been spending their own money.
Second, the research examines just four seals.
The results would be more reliable if more
seals were included. Third, the student
subjects, though consistent with online
consumption demographics (Kotkin 1998,
OECD 1998), do not fully represent the
population of online shoppers. Fourth, this
research uses within-subject design; betweensubject design may provide more solid results
and insights.
Many interesting research opportunities
remain unexplored in the relatively untapped
field of trust-promoting seals. One future
research direction would be to explore what
motivates online stores to employ seals and
what seal functions they value most. Some
well-known stores – such as Gap, Nike,
JCPenny, and Wal-Mart – do not display seals
at all. Would seals be of any help to such
household names? If so, what form would the
seals take? In addition, some online merchants
display a grouping of seals. Does displaying
multiple seals have any complimentary or
substitution effects?
What is the most
effective combination of seals? These are all
meaningful questions to explore in the future.
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